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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to bring to light a new perspective on the transformational role of universities by 

considering knowledge strategies for increasing research and academic capabilities. Change usually comes about 

because of a crisis in an organization; however, such change can also be due to permanent competition and rapid 

developments. As the world has moved into the twenty-first century, change has become indispensable, and 

organizations of many kinds face a variety of challenges. The first questions to ask are “Why change?” and “Why is 

change important?” Change is a fundamental factor behind an organization’s success and can transform an 

organization into a global competitor. The three big factors that can impact a university are funding, leadership, and 

the research system, all of which have been directly affected by disturbances from the external environment and 

indirectly affected by changes to the university context in response to those disturbances. Many universities around 

the world have built good reputations, but they need to speedily react to future changes. Collaboration between 

universities and research institutes plays an essential role in developing the research context. In addition, associations 

based on specialist studies promote continued professional development among university staff. This paper therefore 

attempts to highlight the need for change in the realm of universities and answer questions regarding the whys and 

hows of such change. 

Keywords: knowledge strategy, leadership, intellectual capital, universities, research, community, and business 

development 

1. Introduction 

At the current fast pace of life, changing concepts have become a prominent feature in many organizations and 

governments. Thus, managing change plays a crucial role in developing and improving such organizations. One of 

the sectors that require rapid change is education, particularly universities, because they have become more complex 

(Clark, 2003). Martin (2004) studied the seven key knowledge management (KM) success factors in universities, 

which are organizational culture, organizational management, leadership, information technology, KM strategy, KM 

measurement, and KM processes. In some countries (e.g., the UK and USA), competition in research among 

universities is fierce, which helps these universities in their endeavors to be leaders in a specific field of research 

(Turnbull & Edwards, 2005). However, the challenge faced by universities’ management is strong, as significant 

evidence shows that decision-making is affected by such issues as globalization, emerging research institutes, 

curriculum reform, and so on. Therefore, the desire for change has to primarily come through effective leadership 

and a focus on three aspects: (1) understanding through research, (2) empowerment through education, and (3) action 

through enterprise and engagement (Leliugiene & Barsauskiene, 2007; Parra, 2010). Nonetheless, as Miles and 

Morrison (2018) stated, not all universities utilize their intellectual capital to engage with and support the 

development of businesses and communities. 

A very recent study by Mascarenhas et al. (2018, p. 8) pointed out a gap in research that investigates whether the 

relationship between a university and an industry constitutes a research strategy. This paper thus is not meant to 

provide an exhaustive literature review of possible change strategies within higher education institutions; rather, it is 

an attempt to highlight and provide an overview of the need for change at universities worldwide and facets where 

change is essential in the future. Conducting a literature review can be useful in developing conceptual or theoretical 
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frameworks (Cronin et al., 2008). Consequently, this research argues that a typical view of knowledge strategy and 

leadership and their enablers (teaching and academic milieus) must reflect the community and business development 

in the university’s change strategy. Moreover, this paper focuses on what the author sees as some important 

perspectives on change. Hence, the research proposes an integrated model of knowledge strategy and the role of 

leadership and its ability to make transformational changes in the university. 

2. Research Approach 

This research follows the suggestions of Aljuwaiber (2016) and Webster and Watson (2002) in adopting steps to 

achieve a constructed process to look for sources for this scholarly review. Accordingly, Google Scholar was the 

prime search engine used to identify relevant and high-quality research papers. Initially, “knowledge strategy,” 

“leadership”, “change”, “higher education institutions” and “university” were used as the research keywords to be 

searched for in articles’ titles and/or abstracts. This paper did not restrict the search to a given period of time. Of the 

articles found that included these keywords, peer-reviewed journal articles were selected for further review due to 

their greater validity. 

3. The University and Its Future Outlook 

Change has become one of the key issues in today’s world, and two of the factors that play a substantial role in the 

inevitability of change are globalization and technological innovation in different fields. Other factors contributing to 

transformational changes in organizations include political parties, financial crises, technological revolution, and 

community trends (Burnes, 2009). According to Uys and Tulloch (2007), universities have been recognized as 

operating in an increasingly dynamic and frequently changing “volatile” global environment that calls for leaders to 

implement high-level changes. A recent study by Teixeira et al. (2019) argued that universities must rely on their 

leadership to be properly prepared and organized for future shifts. The role of universities has evolved, and their 

contributions to society and the economy are no longer limited to teaching and research (Beyhan & Findik, 2018). 

PEST analysis (which stands for “Political, Economic, Social, and Technological”) is a useful strategic tool for 

understanding the macro-environmental factors that are likely to determine the future of the university by conducting 

environmental scanning (Kotler, 1998). To this end, a review of existing studies (i.e., Beynaghi et al., 2016; del Mar 

Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015; Elena-Pérez et al., 2011; Formosa, 2014; Olcay & Bulu, 2017; Teixeira et al., 2019) in 

Table 1 summarizes issues that may have an impact on universities in the future based on PEST analysis. The 

elements highlighted in the PEST analysis could guide universities to act quickly and respond to environmental 

threats before they cause hardship. 

 

Table 1. PEST analysis – universities’ future prospects 

Factor Description 

Political Political factors cover various forms of government interventions and political activities in an 
economy. Specifically, political factors include policy in areas such as tax, labor, education, and 
environment, and changes to, the development of, and also include political stability (Ho, 2014). 
There are several factors that the current study has found that universities should take into 
consideration, for instance, (1) the impact of low carbon emissions, (2) presidential elections, (3) 
reduced support for universities, and (4) more direction/influence from the government. 

Economic Economic factors include the macroeconomic conditions of the external environment, as well as 
unemployment rates, economic growth, and the inflation rate (Ho, 2014). These factors have 
prime impacts on how a university operates and makes decisions. The key factors in this element 
that can influence universities are (1) increased global commercialization, (2) less funding for 
universities, and (3) public–private partnerships. 

Social Social factors cover cultural and demographic factors in the external environment, such as health 
awareness, the population growth rate, career attitudes, and trends in consumerism (Ho, 2014). 
This research found several influential factors affected by social element, including (1) distance 
learning or e-learning, (2) increasing demand for a green society, (3) the impact of university 
ranking, and (4) increased value to community. 

Technological Technological factors comprise things such as research and development activity, automation, 
technological sophistication, and the degree of technological change (Ho, 2014). Universities can 
be influenced by such factors as (1) the implementation of advanced technology such as virtual 
lectures, (2) the use of Nanotechnology, and (3) future innovation. 
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All four factors presented above influence the path to change that a university can take and therefore require rapid 

action. For instance, some countries’ electoral political systems will certainly bring changes to universities. In the 

Western world, some governments are stepping back from funding higher education (Turnbull & Edwards, 2005). 

For example, Ribeiro-Addy (2010) reported that the Conservative party (in the UK) policy is of scrapping the 

existing target for half of all young people to join higher education. Hence, a university should find other funding 

sources, such as companies or communities, to support its activities in case of reduced government support. 

In terms of branding strategy, it is vital that a university build a reputation for quality, especially in research. For 

instance, the Climatic Research Unit at the University of East Anglia (UEA) has a worldwide reputation, which helps 

the university make its research known in international forums (UEA, 2019). However, some projects require the 

participation of private businesses (Drori et al., 2013). Some universities develop successful partnerships with private 

businesses (Mascarenhas et al., 2018), yet a mismatch can occur between what businesses expect and what the 

university can deliver. Meanwhile, Chapleo (2010) raised the concern that some universities’ image and reputation 

receive more attention and are more important than their actual teaching quality. Nonetheless, Chapleo (2010) 

emphasized that if a university has a clear and lasting vision and purpose, its brand will be successful. 

Cooperation between higher education institutions and entrepreneurs is seen by researchers, policymakers, and media 

as vital to economic growth, job creation, and an increased standard of living in a country (Miller & Acs, 2017). 

Universities play a crucial role in providing the entrepreneurial knowledge and skills necessary for enterprise growth, 

as well as in equipping individuals with adequate knowledge, skills, and abilities for proper business management 

(Yusuf & Atassi, 2016). Moreover, universities help raise awareness of entrepreneurship as a career option for 

individuals, thus promoting an entrepreneurial spirit in society. The efficiency and integration of an entrepreneurial 

environment is one of the strategic means to a society’s development and sustainability. Universities are an important 

component of human resources in the entrepreneurship ecosystem model. 

Many university graduates wish to start up their own projects but may not have specific entrepreneurial skills, such 

as creativity, problem-solving, conflict management, communication, and negotiation. Lectures and business 

simulation games are often employed to teach these skills (Yusuf & Atassi, 2016). Nevertheless, entrepreneurship 

among students and alumni receives less attention than it deserves (Beyhan & Findik, 2018). 

4. Conceptual Analysis of Proposed Model 

As mentioned previously, leadership is seen to be crucial in making changes in organizations and is the subject of a 

lot of literature. Though there is some consensus among researchers about “the need for transformation, there is 

much less consensus around what transformed higher education should look like” (Khoo, 2017, p. 7). This paper thus 

argues that effectively implementing a knowledge strategy and leadership in a university and becoming a 

knowledge-based entity are seen as crucial for universities’ success because of the influence of the era of the 

knowledge economy. Etzkowitz et al. (2000, p. 314) claimed that “universities can combine teaching, research and 

economic development in a common framework.” 

In the context of implementing an academic and research strategy in universities, the relative conceptualization of a 

knowledge strategy and leadership is depicted in Figure 1. This proposed model of a knowledge strategy that is 

linked to leadership identifies two main areas where a university could implement change. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The proposed model of a knowledge strategy and leadership 
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4.1 Leadership and Its Role in Change 

Leadership can be defined as “influence leading to the achievement of desired purposes” (Spendlove, 2007, p. 408). 

This leadership theory contends that the behavior of leaders can significantly influence the behavior of others 

(Spendlove, 2007). Leadership plays a major role in change by formulating a new vision in a constant, sustained 

process of development to achieve success in an organization (Belias & Koustelios, 2014). A university’s leadership, 

as well as that of its departments, should take it upon itself to be different and align itself with global changes and 

challenges (Belias & Koustelios, 2014; Bryman, 2007; Said et al., 2015). Noteworthily, university leadership may be 

principally different from business leadership and may require particular experiences and competencies (Spendlove, 

2007). The vision of leaders is to focus more on a philosophy of change. It is normal for each university to have its 

own mission and vision, given the rivalry among educational institutions, but every university must at least be 

purposeful and align itself well with global challenges (Bryman, 2007). 

Another issue that a university’s leadership should consider carefully is employability. There is a great focus on 

postgraduate employability, so a university should have a distinctive academic structure that gives universities 

colleges flexibility to be directly connected through a university’s executive team (Holmes, 2013). Another important 

issue that a university’s leadership should take into account is a top-down focus on recruitment for a better student–

staff ratio, as this will affect student learning outcomes (McDonald, 2013). However, nothing is being done to focus 

on retention because of an unclear and bureaucratic promotion structure that provides little room for succession in 

some universities (Parker, 2013). 

On the other hand, in terms of decision-making, decisions may not be clear, particularly when a group of powerful 

individuals can influence decisions (Locke & Anderson, 2015). This concern has been mentioned in several studies, 

as most staff members have no power or influence over any decisions made at a university, as such power may be in 

the hands of the heads of the faculty when they meet during executive board meetings (Syed et al., 2012; Woessner 

& Kehler, 2018). Thus, the result could be that communication is limited and the power structure is opaque. The 

connection between professors and heads of faculty and their staff is vital and exists with a horizontally coherent and 

singular emphasis on business that goes directly up to the faculty level (Syed et al., 2012). 

4.2 Knowledge Strategy at Universities 

Universities are considered to be knowledge-intensive organizations with a high level of intellectual capital (Bratianu 

& Bejinaru, 2017). Knowledge strategy is a concept that reflects the integration process of knowledge management 

and strategic management (Bratianu & Bolisani, 2015). This means that knowledge is a strategic resource that can 

help in decision-making and transformational change. The notion of knowledge strategy is new, so there is no 

consensus on its definition. However, there is at least some agreement about its essential traits (Bratianu & Bolisani, 

2015). Zack (1999, p. 135) defined knowledge strategy as “the overall approach an organization intends to take to 

align its knowledge resources and capabilities to the intellectual requirements of its strategy.” A knowledge strategy 

can also be viewed as “the employment of knowledge processes to an existing or new knowledge domain in order to 

achieve strategic goals” (von Krogh et al., 2001, p. 426). 

Since knowledge is seen as an intangible asset, universities are considered to be a pool of knowledge assets and 

intellectual capital. Moreover, knowledge becomes an increasingly important part of innovation, as a university is 

considered to be a knowledge-producing and knowledge-disseminating institution that plays a bigger role in 

industrial innovation (Etzkowitz et al., 2000). Therefore, there is a need to figure out what sources of knowledge 

should be enhanced, what approaches could enable stakeholders’ learning processes, and so on. Knowledge strategies 

are formed at the interface between the interior sphere of entities (e.g. colleges, departments) and the exterior field of 

entities for each organization (Bejinaru, 2017). Knowledge strategy initiatives deal with specific implementation 

details of approaches, administrative practices, and ICT infrastructures (Bratianu & Bolisani, 2015). Bejinaru (2017) 

argued that the increasing stress of academic competition due to ranking systems has resulted in changes in 

governance. Furthermore, Bejinaru (2017) thought that these mutations are needed for new university leadership to 

make a connection between performance management and intellectual capital management. 

One of the practical ways of gaining funding is through distance learning. Many universities now provide online 

master’s programs through distance learning, especially MBA programs, in association with institutions that provide 

educational services. For example, the University of Liverpool offers a distance MBA in cooperation with Laureate 

Online Education. “The programme leads to the degree of MBA from the University of Liverpool but is being 

offered worldwide in partnership with Laureate Online Education. The mode of delivery is entirely by distance 



http://jms.sciedupress.com Journal of Management and Strategy Vol. 11, No. 1; 2020 

Published by Sciedu Press                        21                           ISSN 1923-3965  E-ISSN 1923-3973 

learning using the Internet. This enables students to pursue the programme via home study while continuing in 

employment – they can log in any hour of the day or night, participating at times that best fit their schedule. The 

programme has CEL accreditation from the European Foundation for Management Development. In addition, the 

programme comprises four core modules and four electives, as well as a dissertation which may concentrate on 

solving a workplace problem. Students normally take one module at a time, enabling them to explore a specific 

subject area in depth. Each taught module lasts for eight weeks, and it is possible to take a three-week break between 

modules if work or other commitments demand it” (University of Liverpool, 2019). 

Now that the above two main engines that influence transformational change in universities have been explained, it 

is necessary to consider the two aspects that are influenced at most universities: the academic and research milieus. 

4.3 Academic Milieu 

One of the factors that could enhance academic curricula is the establishment of links with local communities and 

colleges as part of a university initiative. However, there is much work to be done in this aspect to solidify the 

university’s vision. Some universities have a strategic vision regarding partnerships with private businesses (Othman 

& Omar, 2012). However, this is more noticeable in some colleges than in others, where there is a possible mismatch 

between what a corporate entity expects and what the university can deliver. 

Meanwhile, Mulà et al. (2017) argued that professional development in teaching for academics has not been 

prioritized at many universities and that they need to provide platforms for collaboration, sharing, networking, 

academic exchange, and peer learning. Existing research suggests that a network of people and organizations has 

become a vital strategy for exchange of expertise and knowledge and stimulating innovation (Kodama, 2011). 

In terms of teaching, a university needs to consider and focus on the quality of its recruits, as well as take on the 

initiative of enhancing its staff-to-student ratio. Furthermore, universities should consider international study 

programs and global culture in formulating their vision. In fact, a true international strategy would have impacts on 

curricula, campus services, and all forms of engagement with a student body. Teixeira et al. (2019) contended that 

universities with global interests should make students more prepared for a globalized world. 

4.4 Research Milieu 

Regarding the research context, the greatest incentives for researchers are flexibility and autonomy in conducting 

their research. However, Bejinary (2017) thought that although universities have autonomy, they are still responsible 

for their performance and the realization of their missions. Alves et al. (2015), for instance, explained that, following 

1992 legislation that allowed polytechnic schools (which focus on technical degrees) to become universities, many of 

these schools started to focus on research instead, resulting in the rise of the political view that there are too many 

universities and research centers in the UK and that government funding should be lessened by consolidating or 

cutting some of them. 

Bratianu and Bejinaru (2017) perceived knowledge creation as the most powerful way to enhance a university’s 

strategy, especially for research universities. At many universities, conducting research is perceived to be mandatory 

because of the organizational culture (Singh et al., 2013). Moreover, most world-class universities are recognized for 

their unique research programs and findings published in key international journals (Bratianu & Bejinaru, 2017). 

Notwithstanding, some universities have recently made great progress in establishing ties with research centers. For 

instance, the University of East Anglia has formed a partnership with Norwich Research Park (NRP), and four 

independent world-class research institutes (i.e. the Quadram Institute Bioscience (QIB), the Sainsbury Laboratory, 

the John Innes Centre, and the Earlham Institute) (UEA, 2019). Thus, the NRP is very well integrated with the UEA 

in terms of connection with the Faculty of Science and Norwich Medical School. The John Innes Centre has some 

institutional-political hurdles, but this partnership is also developing. Overall, the UEA has had real successes in 

building its relationship with the NRP, as there is a real sharing of vision between the two institutions. 

4.5 Community and Business Development 

This paper argues that combining the academic and research milieus would positively contribute to the development 

and prosperity of the community. Universities are no longer limited to teaching and research; rather, they are 

increasingly forced to turn to the outer perimeter (Leliugiene & Barsauskiene, 2007). Meyer et al. (2019) indicated 

that some researchers conduct research for its own sake, whereas others do it to help others by using their studies to 

solve current and future management problems. Universities are recognized for their capability to contribute to the 
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community through cultivating managerial, entrepreneurial, and technical talents (Miles & Morrison, 2018). 

Stephenson (2011) attributed to university faculty, staff, and students the responsibility to help create and maintain an 

environment that encourages people to raise questions about their communities. 

Nonetheless, very few studies have investigated collaboration between universities and businesses, especially in 

less-developed regions (Mascarenhas et al., 2018). This gap in research is due to universities’ unclear strategies in 

their collaboration with businesses (Mascarenhas et al., 2018). Universities provide services to the community that 

could help develop the IT, educational, cultural, financial, and other industries (Leliugiene & Barsauskiene, 2007). 

5. Recommendations for Change at the University 

Funding is one of the key concerns of many universities around the world at present, and these universities could 

search for private sources, including professional associations, to promote the continuing development of their staff 

in specialized areas. For instance, they could sign short- or long-term contracts with business firms that would help 

improve their funding situations (Parker, 2002). According to Parker (2002, p. 607), universities could improve their 

financial status “through international student recruitment, international courseware delivery, joint research projects 

with industry, commercialization of research outputs, corporate consultancies, corporate in-house training 

programmes, short course delivery to industry and commerce, and strategic alliances with professional and business 

bodies in providing postgraduate professional qualifying education.” 

In this era of technological development, universities need to enhance their utilization of technology, especially for 

educational purposes. For example, they could present some lectures through video feeds as part of their 

collaboration with other universities or even with businesses. In addition, they are in a prime position to promote 

carbon innovation. However, using advanced technology is not a priority of universities, as they prefer booking 

rooms and halls for conferences and meetings, which result in increased revenue (Siegel et al., 2003). 

In terms of leadership, universities need an environment of transparency in which staff can share their opinions 

through organized meetings with chancellors and principals. Moreover, decisions should be measurable and realistic. 

A university strategy should not only exist on a piece of paper but create something that is practical with outcomes 

that can be measured. Thus, management should make bold decisions after conducting sufficient research. Also, it is 

crucial for the chancellor to hold annual meetings with the staff and students to answer questions, as well as to 

encourage them to put their efforts into developing the university. This paper conceives that the best approaches in 

universities involve a team of two: a transformational and visionary leader and a capable “get-it-done” deputy. This 

not only builds synergy but also provides the push/pull of constraint and enablement that is needed. 

International students, on the other hand, are a very important input for the university, but it must understand their 

needs and provide them with a global environment through subjects and discussion examples related not only local 

issues but also to global ones. Talent recruitment, retention, and succession strategies are important for the survival 

of an organization, as well as for the provision of a competitive advantage. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper aimed to present a conceptual analysis of the roles of knowledge strategy and leadership in making 

changes in universities and to discuss key issues related to the aspects that universities’ leaders should pay attention 

to. It has suggested a conceptual linkage between knowledge strategy and leadership as means of enhancing change 

at universities that reflects positively on the community and business development. The components of academics 

and teaching have been seen as crucial in the current research. Thus, separating teaching, research, and business 

activities is becoming less sustainable (Etzkowitz et al., 2000). Universities face pressure to make changes in their 

leadership and knowledge strategies to adapt to variations in the business and social settings. To align themselves 

with current needs, universities need to change, and people are key to these changes. Building strong strategic 

relationships both inside and outside the organization, such as with a government or businesses, would push 

universities toward development and change. Also, global partnerships, technology, and other facilities would bring 

advantages and flexibility to measures for improving these universities. Effective and efficient leadership, on the 

other hand, would help enhance decision-making through people’s attitudes and behaviors. Despite the numerous 

studies on universities, various additional studies still need to be conducted to raise awareness of the relationship 

between the aspects of universities’ leadership and knowledge strategies and their roles in introducing change and 

development for communities and businesses. 

The key contribution of this research is that the presented model demonstrates the originality of the research in the 
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field of strategic management within higher education institutions. It provides a platform for universities to establish 

how knowledge strategy and leadership can be used as strategic resources to promote the academic and teaching 

milieus by reflecting on the development of business and community. Thus, further study is encouraged to test this 

proposed model and to clarify the role of knowledge strategy and leadership within the university in making changes 

to and developing businesses and the community. 

Several limitations in this paper are to be acknowledged. First, the current review may not have identified all the 

relevant papers published in journals. Therefore, some high-quality papers on knowledge strategy and leadership and 

their roles in changes within universities might not have been included in this review because of the restriction of the 

search to specific keywords. Second, the search was designed as a manual conventional search of a specific set of 

journals. Further studies could use a systematic literature review to produce stronger and more conclusive evidence 

on the roles of knowledge strategy and leadership in making changes in universities. This review, however, has 

presented fruitful thoughts that may provide fertile ground for further research on this topic. 
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